Practices
of Looking

An Introduction
to Visual Culture

Marita Sturken
and
Lisa Cartwright

Consumer Culture and
the Manufacturing of Desire

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXTORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6pp
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Athens Auckland Bangkok Bogotéd Buenos Aires Calcutta
Cape Town Chennai Dar es Salaam Delhi Florence Hong Kong Istanbul
Karachi Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Mumbai
Nairobi Paris Sdo Paulo Shanghai Singapore Taipel Tokyo Toronto Warsaw

with associated companies in Berlin 1badan

Oxford is a trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright 2001
The moral rights of the authors have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate
reprographics rights organizations. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
[Data available)

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
[Data available]

ISBN 0-19-874271~1

Typeset in Congress Sans Light by Best-set Typesetter Ltd., Hong Kong
Printed in Great Britain by
T.J. International Ltd., Padstow, Cornwall



Consumer Culture and 6
the Manufacturing of Desire

Images are not free. Visual images play a primary role in the commerce of con-
temporary societies. For instance, works of art are considered to have finan-
cial worth and fuel the commerce of the art market, and news images are
bought and sold because of their value in depicting current and historical
events. Images also have a primary role in the functioning of commerce
through advertisements. This means that images are a central aspect of
commodity culture and of consumer societies dependent upon the constant
production and consumption of goods in order to function. Such advertising
images are central to the construction of cultural ideas about lifestyle,
self-image, self-improvement, and glamour. Advertising often presents an
image of things to be desired, people to be envied, and life as it “should be.”
As such, it necessarily presents social values and ideologies about what
the “good life” is. It is also a central strategy of advertising to invite
viewers/consumers to imagine themselves within the world of the advertise-
ment. This is a world that works by abstraction, a potential place or state
of being situated not in the present but in an imagined future with the promise
to the consumer of things “you” will have, a lifestyle you can take part
in. Indeed, advertising often speaks the language of the future. In the IBM ad
on the next page, for instance, a young child reaches out toward the orbiting
earth, signifying both innocence and a sense of possibility. The child reaches
out to a world that communications technologies (through companies like
IBM) will put within his reach. The ad projects its meaning into the future,
working to equate this sense of a new world of global communications with
the logo of the company itself.
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New challenges, New thinking.

We are confronted with advertising images constantly through the course
of our daily lives, in newspaper and magazines, on television, in movie
theaters, on billboards, on public transportation, on clothing, on the World
Wide Web, and in many other contexts in which we may not even notice them.
Ads speak to us in a broad range of voices and through an array of strategies.
In some companies, advertisements are produced by in-house design groups.
However, most companies work with advertising agencies whose business it
is to design a visual identity for corporations, products, and services. In today’s
complex media environment, the people who produce advertisements are
compelled to constantly reinvent the ways in which they address and hold the
attention of increasingly jaded consumers, who are always on the verge of
turning the page or hitting the remote control. As we discussed in Chapter 2,
as viewers we have a range of tactics with which to interpret and respond to
the images of advertising, to negotiate meaning through them, or to ignore
them. As one strategy to deal with the potentially resistant viewer, contem-
porary advertising often presents itself as an art that no longer speaks to the
viewer directly as a consumer, but takes on many different voices and modes
of address. In the world of advertising, images can be presented as art,
science, documentary evidence, or personal memories. Our understanding of
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advertising images is thus influenced by our experience of images in many dif-
ferent social roles and in diverse modes of presentation.

Consumer society

Advertising is a central component of consumer societies
and capitalism. Capitalism is an economic system in which investment in and
ownership of the means of production, distribution, and exchange of goods and
wealth are held primarily by individuals and corporations. Advertising is one of
the primary means through which this exchange of goods is promoted, whether
on product packaging or in print, television, radio, or the Internet. Historically,
consumer cultures are a rather recent development. Consumer societies
emerged in the context of modernity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century with the rise of mass production, in the wake of the Industrial Revolu-
tion and with the consolidation of populations in major urban centers. A con-
sumer society is one in which the individual is confronted with and surrounded
by an enormous assortment of goods, and in which the characteristics of those
goods change constantly. There would be no reason for advertisers to con-
stantly create new ads about products if those products always remained
the same and were sold through the same strategies. In a consumer society
there are great social and physical distances between the manufacture of
goods and their purchase and use. This means that workers in an automaobile
factory may live far from where the cars they help build are bought and sold, and
may never be able to afford to buy one. Increased industrialization and bureau-
cratization in the late nineteenth century meant a decrease in the number of
small entrepreneurs and an increase in large manufacturers; this in turn
resulted in people traveling longer distances to work. This is in contrast to
feudal and rural societies of the past, for instance, where despite trade and trav-
eling salesmen, there was generally proximity between producers and con-
sumers, such as a shoemaker who would make a product that was sold and
used in the small village where he made it. As places filled with mobile crowds,
mass transitand city streets became forums for advertising. In the middle twen-
tieth century, with the increased distances traveled by people in automobiles in
the city and countryside, billboards became a central venue for advertising. The
photograph on the next page, taken in 1936 by Walker Evans, shows a rural
billboard in Alabama. In this ad, the passing drivers are asked to imagine
themselves within the living room depicted on the billboard.
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Walker Evans, Billboard,
Birmingham, Alabama,
1936

In a consumer society, there is a constant demand for new products and
the need to constantly repackage and sell old products with new slogans and
ad campaigns. In Marxist theory, this is understood as the way that
capitalism is dependent upon the overproduction of goods and the need for
workers to be consumers and spend large sums on mass-produced goods. A
capitalist society produces more goods than are necessary for it to function,
hence the need to consume goods is an important part of its ideology. In a
consumer society a large segment of the population must have discretionary
income and leisure time, which means that they must be able to afford
goods that are not absolutely necessary to daily life but which they may
want for an array of reasons, such as style or status. Consumer societies are
thus integral to aspects of modernity, such as industrialization and urbanism,
that we discussed in Chapter 4. The mass production and marketing of goods
depended until the late twentieth century on large sectors of the population
living in concentrated areas, so that the distribution, purchase, and advertis-
ing of goods had an available audience. This has changed with the rise of
e-commerce and telemarketing in the 1990s, phenomena that have made
telephone and on-line virtual shopping a real possibility, eliminating the neces-
sity for the overhead costs of a physical retail space (a store, a mall) for the
sale of goods to consumers. E-commerce is a new phenomenon, but it also
recalls the nineteenth and early twentieth-century practice wherein those

192 The Manufacturing of Desire



people living In rural areas relied on mail-order catalogs to purchase many of

their goods.
In the emergence of the consumer society of the late nineteenth century,

the workplace, the home, and commerce became increasingly separated,
which in turn had a significant effect on the structure of the family and gender
relations. As people moved increasingly into urban centers and away from
agrarian lifestyles in which all members of the family play crucial roles in pro-
duction, the distance between the public sphere of work and commerce and
the private sphere of the home increased. Women were relegated to the
domestic sphere while men were delegated to the public sphere. in this
context, women and men were increasingly perceived by manufacturers and
advertisers as two distinct kinds of consumers, who could be targeted through
different kinds of strategies linked to different sets of goods.

Fundamental changes in the experience of community in the rise of the con-
sumer society came through an increased complexity and diversity of the
urban population, increased immigration, and a loosening of the hold of small
and stable communities and families on social values. The new experience of
urban life and modernity of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
has often been characterized as the sensation of standing in a crowd,
being surrounded on a daily basis by strangers who one will never know, and
the both giddy and overwhelming feeling of the city as a kind of organism. In
this modern context we can see another important aspect of consumer soci-
eties: the source of concepts of the self and identity are constituted in a
larger reaim than the family. In the modern city, many people were subject for
the first time to many influences beyond those of their families. It has been
argued that people derived their sense of their place in the world and
their self-image at least in part through their purchase and use of commod-
ities which seemed to give meaning to their lives in the absence of the
meaning derived from closer-knit community. Indeed, some theorists have
gone so far as to say that advertising replaced what had previously been the
social fabric of communities, becoming, in effect, a central source of cultural
values. This is why, perhaps, people jokingly refer to shopping as a form of
“retail therapy.”

One aspect of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century modern con-
sumer society was the rise of the department store as a site of commerce. The
department store announced itself as a site of both commerce and leisure,
and was constructed in order to display the largest possible number of goods
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to a consumer who was imagined as strolling through its aisles. The big

windows of department stories were set up as forms of spectacle, that
extended the store onto the street. The photograph, of a Parisian shop
window in 1925, taken by French photographer Eugéne Atget who photo-
graphed the streets of Paris in the early twentieth century, shows the con-
ventions of merchandise display during this period. These conventions of
using mannequins to display clothing, and creating scenarios for the window
shopper, have changed little over time. Stores were designed with an empha-
sis on the visual display of goods, to make movement through them exciting
and to create the idea of shopping as a leisure activity. Window shopping or
browsing thus gained a kind of currency (interestingly, an activity that is
recalled in the activity of browsing on the World Wide Web). Department
stores were important to several new forms of commerce, including buying
on credit, the idea that it is patriotic to both consume and acquire debt, and
the escalation of consumption to promote rapid turnover of goods. They were
also central to the general encouragement by manufacturers of planned obso-
lescence, the deliberate shoddy manufacture of goods in order to necessitate
their rep!acemeht with new ones every few years.
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window shopping is, in many ways, a modern activity, one that is integral

to the modern city that is meant for pedestrians, strolling, and crowds. As film
scholar Anne Friedberg has written, the visual culture of window shopping in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was related to the more
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mobile vision of modernity.? Evidence of this can be seen in the nineteenth-
century interest in panoramas, large 360-degree paintings that the spectator
viewed while turning in the center, dioramas, or theatrical compositions of
objects and images moved before immobile viewers, and the emergence of
photography in the early nineteenth century and motion picture film at its end.
French poet Charles Baudelaire wrote about nineteenth-century urban land-
scapes as the visual terrain for the fléneur, a man who strolled the streets as
an observer, never quite engaging with his surroundings but taking an inter-
est in them. Walter Benjamin, whose work we discussed in Chapter 4, aiso
wrote about the fldneur and the complex shopping arcades of nineteenth-
century Paris, elaborate enclosed spaces that were the predecessors of
today’s shopping malls. Friedberg introduces the concept of the flaneuse. In
the nineteenth century, fldneurs were mostly men, because respectable
women were not allowed to stroll alone in the modern streets. As window
shopping became an important activity, in particular with the rise of the
department store, this allowed for the flaneuse, as a window shopper, to
emerge in more contemporary contexts. Friedberg notes that theories of film
spectatorship, which we discussed in Chapter 3, can also help us to under-
stand the broader function of spatial, mobile practices of looking in the con-
sumer culture of the city. There are many kinds of gazes at play in the visual
culture of modernity, from cinematic predecessors such as the panorama to
the cinematic gaze, to the gazes at work in the urban environment of pedes-
trians, commerce, and window display. In modern society, new ways of con-
suming were linked to new ways of looking. These were not limited to
shopping but extended into all areas of urban life.

One of the fundamental changes in turn-of-the-century Euro-American
societies that was integral to the rise of consumer culture was the emergence
of what historian T. J. Jackson Lears calls the “therapeutic ethos.” These
societies shifted over a period of time from valorizing a Protestant work ethic,
civic responsibility, and self-denial to legitimating ideas of leisure, spending,
and individual fulfillment. An older concern for saving gave way to a new
emphasis on spending and on imagining that the path to betterment was
through the increased acquisition of goods. In this changing culture, the
feeling that life was often troubling and overwhelming prevailed. As a result,
the idea that everyone was potentially inadequate and in need of improvement
took hold. This resulted in a rise of commodities that were intended to aid
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in self-improvement. This therapeutic discourse is an essential element of
consumer culture. Modern advertisements were able increasingly to speak
ro problems of anxiety and identity crisis, and to offer harmony, vitality, and
thé orospect of self-realization, all recently shared values in the emerging
modern culture. Today, consumption continues to be thought of as both
5 form of leisure and pleasure and as a form of therapy. It is commonly
understood that commodities fulfill emotional needs. The paradox is that
those needs are never truly fulfilled as the forces of the market lure us
into wanting different and more commodities—the newest, the latest, and the
hest. This is a fundamental aspect of contemporary consumer culture—
that it gives us pleasure and reassurance while tapping into our anxieties
and insecurities.

In contemporary consumer cultures, modern industrial capitalism has
evolved into what is now referred to as late, or postindustrial, capitalism. Cor-
porations are multinational, goods move globally, and consumers purchase
goods that have been manufactured across the world. This means that the
physical and social distances between the production and the distribution and
consumption of most goods have grown even larger. For instance, much of
the clothing that is sold in North America and Europe is manufactured by
underpaid workers in Taiwan, Indonesia, and India. Computers are con-
structed from parts made in Taiwan, Mexico, and Silicon Valley, all very differ-
ent and distant places. Late capitalism is also based more on the exchange of
new forms of commodities such as services and information rather than mate-
rial goods. In this contemporary context, commerce is increasingly global and
advertising is also produced for global markets. However, there are many
issues of cultural difference that limit the capacity of ads to be understood in
different cultures. As we noted in Chapter 1, US magazines rejected a famous
ad from the global italian-based Benetton company of a black woman nursing
awhite infant because of the cultural connotations of the ad. In the US context,
the ad signified the enslavement of black women as wet nurses in slavery. The
specificity of this response suggests that the global marketplace of late capi-
talism has not necessarily produced a global advertising audience. The tar-
geting of advertisements geared to specific demographics crganized accord-
ing to region, age, culture, gender, and class is very much the case, even for
global brands like Coca-Cola. In Chapter 9, we will examine more closely the
spread and limitations of global visual culture.
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Commodity culture and commodity fetishism

A consumer cultureis a
commodity culture—thatis, a culture in which commodities are central to cul-
tural meaning. Commodities are things that are bought and sold in a social
system of exchange. The concept of commodity culture is intricately allied
with the idea that we construct our identities, at least in part, through the con-
sumer products that inhabit our lives. This is what media scholar Stuart Ewen
has termed the commodity self, the idea that our selves, indeed our subjec-
tivities, are mediated and constructed in part through our consumption and
use of commodities. Clothing, music, cosmetic products, and cars, among
other things, are commodities which people use to present their identities
to those around them. Advertising encourages consumers to think of com-
modities as central means through which to convey their personalities. For
instance, for many years Dewar’s Scotch Whisky had a well-known campaign,
the “Dewar’s Profile,” in which various well-accomplished individuals are
profiled according to their profession, interests, hobbies, favorite book, and,
of course, their favorite drink. The campaign suggests that if one wants to
acquire the qualities of creativity and achievement of these individuals, one
should drink Dewar’s. It speaks to the concept of a commodity self, making
the assertion that this commodity will become a part of one’s self-identity and
how one projects that self into the world.

This raises the very important question of what precisely it is that ads
sell. It is commonly believed that the function of advertisements is to sell
products; the consumer sees an ad and is persuaded by it to purchase
the product. However, many cultural theorists have argued that advertising
is not nearly as successful in this intent as its critics and proponents would
like us to believe, and that advertising functions in @ much more indirect
way to sell lifestyle and identification with brand names and corporate
logos. Communication theorist Michael Schudson has argued that the
ability of advertising to sell specific products is much overrated.? Advertisers
are more often than not guessing rather than accurately assessing consumer
desires and attitudes. In addition, Schudson states that advertising is only
one part of a broader commercial environment, that includes direct mar
keting, different product placement and display, and complex distribution
networks. Advertising is simply the most obvious element of these aspects
of marketing.

Advertisers have viewed advertising as an art form since the 1960s, whe?
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the field underwent a creative revolution. Ads became more entertaining and
intriguing as the rigid hard-sell conventions of the 1950s were relaxed. As cul-
rural theorist Thomas Frank has argued, advertising began in the 1960s to
appropriate the language of the counterculture, and to aim to attach to prod-
ucts the signification of being hip. This trend has only increased since that
time, and today many products are sold through associations with youth
cuiture and the idea of being cool.

It remains the case, however, that advertising is central to the way in which
commodities are given particular gualities and values that they do not have
innately. Analyses of commodities and how they function come to us primar-
ily through Marxist theory. Marxist theory is both a general analysis of the role
of economics in human history and an analysis of the ways that capitalism
functions. A Marxist critique of capitalism understands advertising to be a
means to create demand for products, which makes people buy more than
they really need. Marxist theory has analyzed in particular the relationship
between exchange value and use value in capitalism. Exchange value
refers to what a particular product costs in a given system of exchange.
Use value refers to its use within that society. Marxist theory critiques the
emphasis in capitalism on exchange over use value, in which things are valued
not for what they really do but for what they’re worth in abstract,
monetary terms.

We will use perfume ads to illustrate exchange value and use value.
One might argue that certain food products have a relatively equal exchange
and use value. Rice, for instance, is a useful food staple which is rela-
tively affordable, hence its use value is equal to, if not greater than, its
exchange value, which is relatively cheap. Expensive perfume, however, is
guite another story. A perfume that costs $40 per ounce has a very
nigh exchange value, yet does it have use value? Can a society function well
without perfume? Certainly it cannot without food. One could argue, for
instance, that a relatively inexpensive Honda car has the same use value as a
very expensive Mercedes-Benz, although their exchange value is dramatically
different. Yet, that exchange value carries with it a broad array of social
meanings that each owner acquires with these cars. The idea of use value
is tricky, since the concepts of what is and is not useful are highly ideologi-
cal-—one could argue endlessly about whether or not certain so-called
leisure goods are “useful.” In an elite culture, ownership of a Mercedes-
Benz might buy one a certain social status and respect that another car would
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not. But it is difficult to assess the use value of qualities like pleasure and
status.

One of the most important concepts in the Marxist analysis of advertising
is the idea of commodity fetishism. This refers to the process by which mass-
produced goods are emptied of the meaning of their production (the context
in which they were produced and the labor that created them) and then filled
with new meanings In ways that both mystify the product and turn it into a
fetish object. For instance, a designer shirt does not contain within it the
meaning of the context in which it is produced. The consumer is given no infor-
mation about who sewed it, the factory where the material was produced, or
the culture in which it was made. Rather, the product is affixed with logos and
linked to advertising images that imbue it with cultural meanings quite apart
from those of its specific production conditions and context. Products are
most often marketed far from where they were produced. Handmade objects,
such as objects made by particular craftspeople, more often retain signifiers
of their production. Commodity fetishism can be seen as an inevitable
outcome of mass production and distribution of goods to many different con-
sumers. It demands, however, that labor and working conditions are made
invisible to the consumer. This erasure of the labor process devalues the ex-
perience of work, and makes it harder for workers to take pride in what they
have produced. Commodity fetishism can thus be seen as a system of
mystification that empties objects of the meaning of their production and then
fills them with commodity status.

It is often easy to understand commodity fetishism by looking at moments
when it fails. For instance, in the early 1990s Nike shoes for women were pro-
moted as signifiers of self-empowerment, athletic women, feminism, and hip
social politics. Public outcry later in the decade about the dire working condi-
tions in Nike’s factories led to an ironic revelation. These symbols of female
empowerment were produced by low-paid women who labored under terri-
ble conditions in Indonesian factories. As these conditions were exposed, the
process of commoedity fetishism was momentarily ruptured. The shoes could
no longer be stripped of the meaning of their conditions of production and
“hlled” with the signifiers of feminism. The company had to respond to this crit-
icism and change some of its practices.

As the primary means of commodity fetishism, advertising functions to
attach certain meanings to products that they would not necessarily have in
themselves. In the process, it often awards them complex and emotional
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crribues: in other words, it can give them an aura, to use a term that we dis-
3 s

cussed N Chapter 4. Commodity fetishism operates through reification, a

process by

fising this means that objects {commodities) acquire human qualities (are per-

which abstractideas are assumed to be real and concrete. In adver-

ceived as sexy, romantic, or cool, for instance), and human relations can
pecome increasingly objectified and devoid of emotional meaning. This is most
obvious i products that are so clearly initially devoid of meaning, such as
perfume. We could ask, what is perfume but scented water? Yet, various per-
fumes are awarded heightened meanings that consumers then supposedly
acquire when wearing them. A perfume like Chanel No. 5 carries connotations
of wealth, class status, and tradition, whereas Calvin Klein’s CK signifies
not only hipness but androgynous sexual status. Ads for these products
attach these specific qualities to them which consumers are then encouraged
to feel that they can subsequently acquire through purchasing and using
the product.

Condemnations of consumer society and commodity culture have prolifer-
ated throughout the twentieth century. Tne Frankfurt School theorists, who
were discussed in Chapter 5, saw the role of commaodities as a kind of death
knell for meaningful social interaction. For these theorists, commodities were
“hollowed out” objects which propagated a loss of identity and eroded our
sense of history. For them, to think, for instance, that a specific consumer
item might make one’s life meaningful was to engage in a corruption of the
really valuable aspects of existence. In the 1960s, the Frankfurt School ideas
re-emerged in a political and social context in which commercialism was
condemned as one of the symptoms of a society gone wrong. During this
time, the newly emergent counterculture eschewed notions of material
success and commodity culture. Yet, at the same time, in the art world,
Pop Art in the late 1950s and 1960s engaged with mass culture in a way that
did not condemn it. As such, Pop was an attack on distinctions between
high and low culture. Pop art took what was considered to be low culture, such
as television, the mass media, and popular culture like comic books,
and declared it to be as socially significant as high art, in the realm of fine art,
classical music, and other artistic products that are elitist and upper-class by
association.

By incorporating television images, advertisements, and commercial prod-
ucts into their work, the artists who produced Pop Art were responding in a
very different manner from the Frankfurt School to the pervasiveness of
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commuodity culture. They were doing 50 not by condemning mass culture but
by using it, demonstrating their love of and pleasure in popular culture. Andy

arhol painted and printed images of Campbell's soup cans to question the
poundaries between art and product design, and celebrate the aesthetic rep-
etition of mass culture. Warhal's painting has a flattening effect which seems
to comment on the banality of popular culture and mass procuction. The mul-
fioiicity of the soup cans refers to the inundation and overproduction of goods
ir; a commodity culture, where repetition prevails. Yet at the same time it is an
affectionate homage to package design and consumer culture. Other artists
turned to “low culture” forms like comic strips and television. In search of a
means to paint an “ugly” picture, Roy Lichtenstein made comic strip paintings,
which commented not only on the flat surface of the comic form but also the
stories that they told. Lichtenstein’s highly formal works were smooth and pris-
tine, in contrast to the painterly brushstroke style of Abstract Expressionist
painting. In their detail of the dotted surface of the screen-printed comics,
these works are a tribute to this commercial form. Lichtenstein’s work is a kind
of large, oversized comic, blowing up the grain of the comic image so that the
viewer can see its dot textures. In this image of a “drowning girl,” the artist
ambiguously plays off of the conventions and clichés of the self-sacrificing
romantic heroine.

Addressing the consumer

_ Like other images, advertising images interpel-
late their viewers in particular ways, hailing them as ideological subjects. As
explained in Chapter 2, interpellation is the process by which we come to rec-
ognize ourselves in the subject position offered in a particular representation
or product. In her discussion of advertising, cultural critic Judith Williamson
calls this appellation. Ads speak to us through particular modes of address,
and ask us to see ourselves within them. Often this is done with written text
that specifically speaks to the viewer as “you.” In recontextualizing an his-
torical image, a photograph of President Kennedy aboard Air Force One, the
ad on the next page works to establish an image of the communication tech-
nologies of the past, present, and future. At the same time, its speaks to the
viewers as those who believe they should be plugged in constantly, who
embrace the world of new technology. Many ads speak in emphatic tones to
viewers/consumers, as if the voice of the ad knows what “you” need and want.
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It is also the case that many contemporary advertisements speak to con-
sumers in voices that depart from the overbearing narrations of ads in the past
that explicitly told consumers what to do. In an attempt to humanize both their
address to consumers and their product, some ads speak to consumers in
folksy tones, as if the ad and the consumer were having a nice chat. In
this Saturn ad, for instance, the story of the correspondence between a school
teacher and the Saturn workers who built her car gives the product a very dif-
ferent set of meanings than a car ad that emphasizes speed or convenience.
Indeed, the Saturn campaign is notable for its emphasis on the factory workers
who produce the cars. In this ad, emotional connection with a commodity, and
the folksy relationship between the producer and the consumer, are used to
give the car the meaning of an individualized product. It could be said, then,
that this ad works against commodity fetishism in that it talks about the
workers who produce the car. Yet, at the same time this is an idealized, mythic
view of the relationship between the worker and the consumer.

Interestingly, the “you” that advertising addresses, either specifically
through text or by constructing viewer positions through interpeliation, is
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always spoken to or implied to be an individual. The implication is that the
product being sold will make the consumer unique, special, and highly indi-
vidual. In other words, ads perform the very contradictory work of convincing
many different consumers that a mass-produced product will make them
unique and different from others. Some perfume ads actually make the claim
that the scent will smell different on everyone. In Frankfurt School theory,
this concept is known as pseudoindividuality, a false idea of individuality.
Pseudoindividuality is the means by which consumer culture selis a form of
homogenization to consumers while proclaiming that it will produce individu-
ality. Indeed, a commodity is only successful when it is purchased by many
people.

Hence, it can be said that advertising asks us not to consume commodities
but to consume signs in the semiotic meaning of the term that we discussed
in Chapter 1. This means that ads set up particular relationships between
signified (the product) and signifier (its meaning) to create signs in order to sell
products as well as the cuttural meanings and connotations we attach to those
products. When we consume commodities, we thus consume them as
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commodity signs—we aim to acquire, through purchasing a product, the
meaning with which it is encoded. '

Advertising uses particular codes and conventions to convey messages
quickly and succinctly to viewers. While some ads intend to shock us or
capture our attention through their difference, most advertising provides
information through the short-hand language of visual and textual conven-
tions. Hence, most ads speak a mixture of familiarity and newness. One of
advertisers’ primary strategies is to turn a product into a recognizable brand.
A brand is a product name that we know about whether or not we own or ever
intend to purchase the product. For instance, Absolut vodka is advertised by
a campaign that uses the shape of its bottle as an ongoing motif, often in very
playful ways. In these ads, the Absolut bottle refers to nineteenth-century
author Mary Shelley, who wrote the novel Frankenstein, Las Vegas as a site of
conventions (where people have to wear name tags), and to the use of finger-
prints as evidence (of whoever stole the vodka bottle). Absolut is established
as a brand name because its advertising campaign is well-known, highly
visible, and consistent enough over a long period of time as to be instantly
recognizable. Even people who have never purchased or tasted Absolut vodka
know its brand name. In addition, Absolut has turned its ad campaign into @
work of art, not only commissioning famous artists (Andy Warhol, Kenny
Scharf, Keith Haring, and Ed Ruscha, among others) to do ads, but also pub-
lishing a book specifically about the campaign. In order for a product to o
turned into a brand an advertisement must add value to it. The product must
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acquire particular attributes, indicate a kind of lifestyle, and produce an image
of its potential consumer. In the case of Absolut, it gains the added value of
being sophisticated and arty through its well-known campaign.

This strategy of repeating a motif in an advertising campaign can be used
not only to establish familiarity with a product for viewers, but also to keep
yiewers’ attention by varying the elements within a motif. For instance, the
“Got Milk?” campaign, which advertises not a brand but the general product
milk, uses images of celebrities, such as the rock band Kiss, all wearing a white
“milk mustache” to promote the consumption of milk. The campaign thus aims
to give milk the glamour attributes of these famous people, to convince adults
that milk is not simply a drink for children, and to attach a kind of hipness to
what is thought of as a stodgy product. It affirms this by repeating this form
and slogan from ad to ad.

It is a convention in advertising that ads speak in important terms about
oroducts that may in the long run have very little importance. Ads operate
with a presumption of relevance that allows them to make inflated statements
about the necessity of their products—the idea, for instance, that the status
of one’s hair is a key factor in changing one’s life or that wearing a new perfume
will miraculously produce a handsome man at one’s side. In the real world,
these statements would be absurd, but in the world of advertising they make
perfect sense. In the world of the ad, these claims have relevance. This is In
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part because ads create and speak in a world of fantasy. The world presented
by an advertisement is fictional. We know, for instance, that the image of a car
being driven through a complex set of obstacles in the desert, a common strat-
egy of sports car advertising, is one of artifice.

The presumption of relevance of contemporary advertising also extends to
the various elements that are connected in an ad. Ads create a relationship of
equivalence between elements within the frame and between the product and
its signifier. In this perfume perfume ad, an equivalence is created between a
woman and an animal. Borrowing on notions of the exotic, the ad attributes
the qualities of mystery and sensuality associated with cats to the figure of the
woman. The woman gazes directly at the viewer/consumer in a pose that is
meant to be both enticing and predatory.

Equivalence can also mean that an advertisement establishes direct con-
nections for the viewer/consumer between the product and a figure of
some kind. For instance, a contemporary Gap campaign uses vintage pho-
tographs of artistic figures such as Pablo Picasso, Ernest Hemingway, Jack
Kerouac, Sammy Davis Jr., Gene Kelly, and Marilyn Monroe wearing khaki
pants. Each ad contains the slogan, “Picasso wore khakis” or “Sammy wore
khakis,” which forms the first part of a sentence that implies “. . . and so should
you.” The very average khakis thus become signifiers of creativity, uniqueness,
and potential fame. The campaign is clearly geared toward middle-aged
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consumers inits use of artistic figures of the past. It works to make khaki pants
simultamews\y signify both tradition and creative talent.

In the same way that ads construct relationships of equivalence between
various objects, figures, and qualities, they also indicate relationships of dif-
terence and opposition from other products. Companies differentiate prod-
ucts from their competition. While this often happens by implication, it has
become increasingly common since the 1970s for advertisements to name
their competition and to position themselves in opposition to it. Hence, 7-Up
oroduced a successful campaign by calling itself the “Uncola” and Avis car
rentals became a well-known brand by selling themselves as the No. 2 com-
petitor behind Hertz, with the now legendary slogan “We Try Harder.” Coke
and Pepsi have spent decades differentiating their products from each other
either directly or indirectly in their campaigns. Why is differentiation an impor-
tant strategy of ads? Precisely because many products actually are quite
similar. Certainly, one could argue that Coca-Cola and Pepsi have spent mil-
lions differentiating their products in ads precisely because there is in actual-
ity little difference between their kinds of cola. The difference between them
is ultimately taste—not flavor, but the class and cultural aesthetics associated
with the respective colas in their ad campaigns.

Images and text

Through these processes of equivalence, differentiation,
and signification, ads are doing the work of creating commodity signs. It is
important to the meaning of most advertisements that they use photographs
to construct their messages. In that photographs always carry with them the
connotation of photographic truth yet are also a primary source of fantasy,
they provide important dual meanings in many advertisements. As we dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, photographs derive their power from evoking both evi-
dence of the real and a magical quality that can prompt emotion in the viewer.
They are, in Charles Peirce’s terms, indexical, and thus carry the meaning of
offering a trace of the real. Itis through complex compositions of photographs,
text, and graphics that ads speak to consumers.

Text can often have a powerful effect in establishing the meaning of an adver-
tisement, and changing the meaning of the photograph or image presented.
This is particularly effective in ads that intend to shock or in public service
advertisements that aim to jar the viewer/consumer. Part of a now famous
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Volkswagen campaign from the 1960s, this ad captures the viewer’s attention
through its use of text. The ad was shocking in its time precisely because it did
what an ad was not supposed to do—it insulted the product being sold. The
smaller ad copy explains that this particular car was a lemon and hence would
never be sold. The use of text here is thus crucial in creating a contradiction that
the viewer is invited to figure out by reading further. The Volkswagen campaign
is well known in advertising history because it broke the rules of advertising
conventions in its time. It was spare, humorous, and irreverent in a way that
spoke to consumers in a new form of address, as informed consumers.

Many public service ads use text to enhance dramatic impact. These ads
deploy the conventions of advertising, and are usually placed in the commer-
cial venues of advertising such as magazines and billboards and public trans-
portation, in order to create meaning through juxtaposition with other ads.
Thus, an image that could advertise fur becomes, with the text, an anti-fur
poster. Or, an image that first signifies cookware, which then evokes violence
with the bold type, turns out, when the interested viewer reads further, to b€
about eating habits. The effect of these anti-ads is to play off the conventions
of advertising’s mix of text and image, in which advertising copy usually guides
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the viewer on how to read the meaning of the image. In these ads, it is pre-
cisely the way that text forces the reader to look again and re-read the image
with new meaning that creates the impact of the ad.

These kind of juxtapositions work in part through the power that is awarded
to photographs not only in advertising but in our culture in general. In Peirce’s
terms, which we discussed in Chapter 4, ads combine iconic signs in the form
of drawings or graphs, indexical signs, such as photographs, and symbolic
signs in the form of text. Contemporary advertising, with its complex combi-
nations of words, photographs, drawing, sound, and television images
deploys all three kinds of signs to construct selling messages. The relationship
of text and photographs in advertisements is the combination of symbolic and
indexical signs. This is also important in ads that emphasize the indexical
quality of photographs by contrasting them with iconic images. As an indexi-
cal sign, a photograph carries the cultural weight of depicting the real and
relaying a sense of authenticity.

Envy, desire, and glamour
All advertisements speak the language of
transformation. They tell consumers that their products will change their lives
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for the better if they buy a particular product. As we noted earlier, this relates
to the therapeutic ideology that ads participate In when they promise to
improve our lives. In speaking to viewers/consumers about changing them-
selves, they are always interpellating consumers as in some way dissatisfied-—
with their lifestyles, appearances, jobs, relationships, etc. Many ads imply that
fhei;’ oroduct can alleviate this state of dissatisfaction. They often do this by
presenting figures of glamour that consumers can envy and wish to emulate,
peop(@ who are presented as already transformed, and bodies that appear
perfect and yet somehow attainable. John Berger has written, “The state of
being envied is what constitutes glamour.”' The idea of glamour is central to
advertising, both in the use of well-known celebrities to sell products and in
the depiction of models who appear to be happy, without flaws, and satisfied.

The world created by advertisements can also appear to be precious, artis-
tic, and valuable. The attachment of the value of art, in particular fine art, to
a product gives it a connotation of prestige, tradition, and authenticity. Many
contemporary advertisements make reference to art works of the past in order
to give their products the connotation of wealth, upscale leisure, and cultural
value attributed to works of art. Some ads reference art by presenting artistic
poses and styles, such as the “art becomes you” ad that we discussed
in Chapter 4. Other ads speak to consumers who are familiar with the
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codes of classical painting, by both referencing art and playing off those con-
ventions to the knowing consumer. In still other ads, direct references to
specific paintings and painting styles distinguish a product. In placing the jeans
in a painting in the style of Impressionist painter Pierre-Auguste Renoir, who
worked in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this ad differen-
tiates these jeans from other jeans and awards them the meaning of tradition.
Artis used to present a world that is both enviable and nostalgic and to flatter
the consumer for his/her connoisseurship.

The enviable world of advertising is thus presented to viewers/consumers
as a fantasy of what their lives could be, and it entices consumers to believe
that this life is attainable through the act of consumption. Ads thus entreat us
to construct commodity selves and to work to acquire the attributes attached
to certain products through their use. Sometimes this means that ads speak
to consumers as if their bodies exist in separate parts. Since the 1970s, ads
nave increasingly represented women'’s bodies in fetishized parts—legs, lips,
breasts, etc. Detached from the rest of the bodies and the people of whom
they are a part, these body parts represent ideals to consumers. Even when
they declare that perfection is unattainable, these ads ask consumers to
believe that it can be attained through hard work, maintenance, and con-
sumption. The bodies that are represented in these advertisements have been
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rendered to perfection through the sophisticated imaging techniques of air-
brushing, color enhancement, and digital manipulation. These images retain
the power of the photograph as an indexical sign—the idea that they repre-
sent real people—while they are actually highly constructed images which
bear little or no relationship to the codes of documentary realism. This is, of
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course, part of the paradox of what these ads sell-—an unattainable highly
constructed world which is held out as an attainable ideal.

The world of advertising speaks the language of selfmanagement, self-
control, and conformity. These are docile bodies, to borrow a term from Michel
Foucault—bodies that are socially trained, regulated, and managed by cultural
norms. Consumers are incited by ads to seek individuality by conforming to
particular standards of beauty, to control their body’s odors, movements, food
intake, desires, and urges. We are addressed by ads as if we can choose our
bodies and reshape them into new forms and sizes.

Advertising thus actively speaks to consumers about their identities, and
appears to offer solutions to perceived problems of self-image. As such, it pro-
jects anxiety upon consumers. Behind the message of seli-improvement is, of
course, the message that you should be anxious about what you do not have
yet and who you should be. The consumer appellated by advertising is thus
not only dissatisfied but also worried. Ads that use anxiety to sell products
work by suggesting to consumers the ways in which they may be not only inad-
equate but potentially endangered or weakened without a particular product.
Advertising about technology and financial services often deploy this strategy.
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This ac places the consumer in the uncomfortable position of confronting a
policeman. The direct address of the ad, through both text and image, thus
constructs the viewer as a potential suspect, a startling image that is intended
ro grab our attention through the anxiety it produces.

it ic an essential element of advertising that it promises to us an abstract
worid which we will never experience. When John Berger wrote that advertis-
ing Is always situated in the future, he was referring to the way in which
the present is depicted in advertising as lacking in some way. Here, itis helpful
for Us to return to the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan. He suggests
that desire and lack are central motivating forces in our lives. Our lives are
structured by a sense of lack from the moment that we recognize that we
are separate entities from our mothers. This separation, experienced as a
splitting, marks the point from which we recognize ourselves as subjects
apart from others. We are always searching to return to some state of whole-
ness that we believe we once had prior to this moment of recognition. We con-
stantly strive, through relationships and activities like consuming products, to
fill that lack. It is our drive to fill our sense of lack that allows advertising to
speak to our desires so compellingly. Advertisements often recreate for us fan-
tasies of perfect ego-ideals, facilitating a regression to this childhood phase.

Yet, it is an essential aspect of lack that it is necessarily always unfulfilled.
There is never a moment, in psychoanalytic terms, when lack is replaced by
satisfaction, precisely because of its origins in various stages of infantile and
childhood development that we keep replaying and the fact that lack is pri-
marily nostalgic. Nostalgia is a longing for a prior state, often perceived to be
innocent, which will always remain unfulfilled because this state is irretriev-
able—indeed, it never existed. Advertising is adept at speaking to consumers
in nostalgic terms. This can take the form of evoking earlier times, when life
seemed less complicated, or it can be a reference to a time period when, for
instance, the potential consumer was younger. In today’s advertising, this
often takes the form of marketing products to consumers of the post-World
War Il baby boomer generation by reviving the symbols of their youth, such
as the signifiers of the 1960s. In the late 1990s, Volkswagen’s campaign for the
new Beetle, shown on the next page, evoked the nostaigia for the original
Beetle and what it represented about lifestyles and attitudes in the 1960s. The
_spare and “clean” style of the image, with the car situated in a white space,
also evokes the earlier Volkswagen ad campaign.
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Many ads reach back into the past to attach concepts of memory and
history to their products. In creating equivalence between products and
symbols of the past, these ads are packaging memory into easily understood
signs. Often, these ads aim to evoke not only nostalgia in viewers/consumers,
but also a sense of lineage and tradition. Tradition is sold in these ads as some-
thing that will authenticate the product and give it the value of reliability, the
test of time, and the approval of our forefathers. In this Motorola ad, the cell
phone is not being sold through the predictable signifieds of speed, conve-
nience, and competitive pricing. It is being sold as the child of the wireless
radio of World War I, a device described as a war “hero” which saved lives.
Encoded in the cell phone is thus a sense of tradition as well as heroism,
dependability, and life-saving importance.

Belonging and difference

Advertisements sell both concepts of belong-
ing (to a community, nation, family, or special group or class of peaple) and
difference ({from others). Sometimes when advertisements ask us to consume
commodity signs, they attach to their products concepts of the nation, family,
community, and democracy. Hence, the ideological function of many adver-

218  The Manufacturing of Desire



Daddy fought in the war.

M morosoLA
N

tisements takes the form of speaking a language of patriotism and national-
ism, in order to equate the act of purchasing a product with a practice of
citizenship. in other words, ads that use an image of America or Britain or
other nations to market products are selling the concept that in order to be a
good citizen and to properly participate in the nation, one must be an active
consumer. These products are presented as the means by which we can
participate in national ideology.

Because the idea of the nuclear family is central to most national ideologies,
it often emerges as a focus of advertisements. The concept of “family values”
is a central aspect of political debates, and many advertisements depict the
family as nuclear, concerned, and, above all, consumerist. In many ads, the
family is a site of harmony, warmth, and security, an idealized unit with no
problems that cannot be solved by commodities. Indeed, commodities are
presented as the means by which the family is held together, afirmed, and
strengthened. In these ads, people relate to each on the most intimate levels
through commodities, which are shown as facilitating familial emotion and
communication. For instance, the well-known AT&T slogan “reach out and
touch someone” promotes the telephone (and AT&T service) as a means to
create emotional attachment.
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Advertising about the nuclear family exemplifies the Marxist critique of
reification, the process by which products are awarded human qualities and
human relations are mediated through commodities. McDonald’s can be
successful in selling a fast-food meal as the proper replacement for a
home-cooked family meal. in many McDonald’s ads, the restaurant is pre-
sented as the place where family togetherness is reaffirmed because going to
McDonald’s is something the family members agree on and which they can
share. In therapeutic terms, McDonald’s makes up for what the family cannot
do (find time to have both a meal and a meaningful experience together at
home). McDonald’s achieves this message, and the presumption of relevance
within it {in order for viewers to not ask the question, why is an evening out at
a fast-food restaurant the perfect family meal?), in part because it has estab-
lished itself as a patriotic symbol through years of advertising.

Ads that sell concepts of the nation and the family as norms speak to
viewers as if they are members of these social realms. Membership in an exclu-
sive club is often a selling point that allows consumers to feel that they can
aspire to such exclusivity while feeling anxious about whether or not they
really do belong there. In this ad, American Express establishes its product as
not simply a credit card but a club in which one is a member (and to which
famous people~—in this ad, basketball player Lisa Leslie—who are unidentified
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in the ach nelong). The ad poses its question in a way that can promote anxiety.
The concent of membership is underscored by the fact that images of the
celebrives are actually embedded within the design of the card itself. in addi-
Hon, Mmary advertisements establish particular codes for class difference and
represert class relations. Ads for high-end, expensive products establish the
class to which they belong through understood conventions such as classical
music. references to fine art, and other codes of wealth and prestige. These
ads interpellate all consumers as potential members of a class regardless of
their actual class status.

in the same way that advertising sells the idea of belonging, it also
establishes codes of difference in order to distinguish products. Ads often
establish norms by demonstrating things that are different from the norm
through marking. As we discussed in Chapter 3, the unmarked category is the
unguestioned norm and the marked category is the one seen as different or
other. For instance, a white model is unmarked, the normative category,
precisely because consumers are not meant to register the fact of his/her
whiteness, whereas a nonwhite model is marked by race. Traditionally, race
has been used in advertising to give a product a kind of “exoticism” and
foreignness.

For example, there has been a long tradition of advertisements that use
images of the “islands” and unidentified exotic locales to self things such as
cosmetic products and lingerie. These unidentified locales are coded as
closer to nature and offering access to the “primitive ” These ads situate the
tropics as the source of beauty aids precisely because they are represented
as more natural, less tainted by modernity, and as the source of innocence
and beauty. They work both to erase colonial politics and the reality of life in
the Third World (where, in fact, most of the low-paid labor that produces
First World products takes place} and to re-code these places as sites of leisure
and playlands for tourists. Here again, we can see how commodity fetishism
operates as a process of mystification, obscuring the complex reality of
colonized places and former colonies in order to attach the meanings of dif-
ference to products. lronically, while these products promise to white con-
sumers the qualities of otherness, commodity culture is about the denial
of difference, in that it encourages conformist behavior through the act of
consumption.

Increasingly, markers of ethnicity and race are used in advertisements to
demonstrate social or racial awareness and to give a product an element of
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cultural sophistication. There are an increasing number of ads that use models
of many different ethnicities in an attempt to both unmark race and to attach
to their products the meaning of social awareness. The most obvious example
of this is the advertising of United Colors of Benetton. Benetton ads are
intended to signify racial harmony and ethnic diversity. While they have pro-
duced a famous advertising campaign using documentary images, which we
will discuss in Chapter 7, in their advertisements that display clothing the
company always uses models of many different races posed together. In these
advertisements, cultural difference sells.

Hence, Benetton’s ads both unmark race and mark it quite consciously.
Viewers are meant to register the many races represented by the models
and to read this diversity as progressive and hip. This campaign can be said
to reduce the concept of racial identity to one simply of skin color as
something fashionable, an association that simplifies the complexity of cultural
and ethnic identity. In other words, racial difference is an integral part of one’s
identity and culture, it is not simply a color that one takes on and off. Through
its association with the product of Benetton clothing, the idea of racial
harmony is reduced to the idea of putting on and taking off different colored
clothing.

Benetton is selling a celebration and erasure of difference and a kind of uni-
versal humanism. At the same time, the company is promoting multicultural-
ism as something that one can buy. The concept of multiculturalism in some
cases has been tied to commodity culture, as if one might buy one’s way into
another culture. Many people see themselves as participating in multicultur-
alism simply by purchasing products from other cultures and eating in “ethnic”
restaurants. Consuming otherness is central to commodity culture in the
global era.

Bricolage and counter-bricolage

Theidea of a commodity self, and con-
sumer feelings of belonging and difference in response to advertisements,
demonstrate the ways that consumers negotiate meaning through ad images
and commodity culture. As we discussed in Chapter 2, there are a range of
strategies that viewers/consumers use when reading images, and in the case
of advertisements they can run from responding positively to an ad’s message
toresistingits claims. As aform of dominant culture, advertising is also subject
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-0 counter-hegemonic forces. In Chapter 7, we will discuss some of the ways
-hat advertising has responded with postmodern strategies to the increased
sophistication of viewers/consumers. Here, we would like to note the ways that
counter-ads have been constructed and how the commodities sold by adver-
sisements are often used by consumers in unintended ways.

Although the products advertisements sell to us often give us pleasure and
satisfaction, they can never entirely achieve the promises of fulfillment that
advertisements offer. Yet, all consumers have the potential to reconfigure the
meanings of the commodities that they purchase and own. As we noted in
Chapter 2, many youth subcultures use commodities as central elements of
their style—low-slung pants over boxer shorts, jackets worn backwards,
Tommy Hilfiger sweat shirts, or big work boots. The redeployment of com-
modities for new purposes and meaning—the wearing of a safety pin as body
decoration, for instance—is a practice called bricolage. Bricolage is a mode of
adaptation where things are put to uses for which they were not intended and
in ways that dislocate them from their normal or expected context. What
happens to a cultural object or commodity when it has been dislocated—how
do we read it as a sign? These subcultural signs reappropriate objects to make
new signs, producing new meanings that can then in turn change the meaning
of a commodity.

Yet, the dynamic process of cultural practices and power relations is such
that the activities of marginal subcultures are often quickly coded as “cool”
and identified by mainstream marketers and advertisers as potential new fash-
ions and trends. As we noted earlier, since the 1960s, advertising has bor-
rowed many of the cultural signifiers of hipness in order to attach these
meanings to products. This means that many ads do the work of creating com-
modity signs of youthfulness. The selling of youth is not simply about selling
the idea that a product will make one feel or look more youthful, it is about
selling the posture of youth to older consumers. Many slogans for ads, such
as Pepsi’s “Be Young. Drink Pepsi,” thus do the work of filling a product with
the meaning of youth.

At the same time, contemporary marketers are constantly in search of prod-
ucts, styles, and commodities that are understood to be cool on the street,
which will then appeal to a broad range of middle-class consumers who want
to acquire products with the signification of cool. Fashion designers and adver-
tisers use a form of counter-bricolage to appropriate styles which have
reconfigured commodities. They repackage the youth styles that use bricolage
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to change the meaning of commodities, and resell those ideas to mainstream
consumers. For instance, the youth style of wearing boxer shorts visibly above
one’s pants has produced a fashion trend for designer boxer shorts. Con-
temporary advertising thus often uses codes of the street, urban hipness, and
subculture fashion to repackage products and sell them to consumers as
authentic.

Many contemporary advertising campaigns aim to attach abstract concepts
not specifically to products, but to corporate logos. In attempting to speak in
new ways to consumers, advertisers thus increasingly produce ads that
neither look like traditional ads nor address the consumer as traditional ads
do. We will discuss strategies of postmodern advertising at more length in
Chapter 7. Here, we would like to note the ways that corporations attempt to
acquire new voices as strategies of counter-bricolage. For example, Apple
Computer’s “Think Different” campaign used important figures of the twenti-
eth century such as Mahatma Gandhi, Amelia Earhart, Mohammed Ali, and
others, as a means of establishing its corporate logo as original and unique,
as globally significant and forward thinking. The fact that a historical
figure such as Gandhi led a lifestyle that was antithetical to technology is
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Jrimportant to the commodity sign of the ad. In other cases, even the l0go
+av oe difficult to decipher in an anti-ad. First viewers/consumers must search
for what the ad is selling. The ad gets the viewer’s attention by initially with-
heiding information rather than providing it.

Just as advertisers have taken on the codes of youth culture, many have also
Lz2d the language of feminism to produce images of control and body man-
azement. Feminist concepts of empowerment and strength are translated into
the mandate that working out and producing a tight, lean, muscled female
body is equivalent to having control over one’s life. As a kind of “commodity
feminism,” according to Rabert Goldman, these ads sell concepts of feminism
by attaching them to products such as running shoes.

These ads draw on the language of self-cantrol, empowerment, and seif-
realization that underlies mainstream feminism in order to speak to female
consumers who identify with those values. In some ads, this takes the form of
celebrating women’s liberation through their capacity to be active consumers,
in others it means joking about the past of women’s oppression, as a means
of establishing the present as liberated. In still other ads, this means estab-
lishing the values of fashion comfort and practicality as specifically feminist.
Many contemporary ads speak to female consumers as though particular
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productg#m particular athletic wear—are coded as feminist, self-empower-

ing, anc ‘ndividualistic. In this Nike ad, a woman’s life journey is enacted like a
script, one that creates a kind of ad book as it spans many magazine pages,
thus asking the viewer to invest time in reading it. Under the guise of femi-
nism, these ads sell an equally normalizing image of the perfect body—one
which is faut, tight, and muscled, a body in controf and on which one has to
work fard. On the one hand, women viewers/consumers might feel good
about an ad that speaks to them in the language of feminism and empower-
ment: on the other hand, it raises the question: what does it mean when com-
plicated ideas such as feminism or social awareness become something that
can be attached to a product and sold? When a brand name can thus connote
femminism, advertisers have succeeded in reducing important political princi-

ples to the simple act of selling.

The brand

The role of the brand is central to commadity culture. The 1934
film Imitation of Life, directed by John Stahl, includes a shot of a factory con-
veyor belt upon which box after box of pancake mix rolls by imprinted with
the image of a black domestic worker. The white businesswoman who is the
main protagonist of the film will strike it rich with this recipe, which originated
with her maid-—the very woman whose face becomes synonymous with the
product. Like the infamous Aunt Jemima® pancake syrup so popular in the
USA, this national brand indicates the link between stereotypes of identity and
the marketing of products. Ironically, the woman who became synonymous
with the product and its quality reaped few benefits from her image’s function
as commodity sign. The “Aunt Jemima” image has been reproduced in many
places, including the quilt pictured on the next page, made from Aunt Jemima
sacks in the 1940s. This is a cultural artifact that, incidently, preceded Andy
Warhol's reproduced commodity images like the soup cans by two decades.
This raises the question of who owns images, and what is the relationship
between brand names, identity, and ownership?

As we explain in the next chapter, philosopher Jean Baudrillard has sug-
gested that the late nineteenth century saw the emergence of a commodity
culture in which the distinction between objects and images eroded. Instead
of a “real” world of objects to which advertisements refer, we see the emer-
gence of a culture in which the image itself is what we live through and
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Aunt Jemima sack quilt,
Texas, 1940s

consume. Identity is no longer the signifier of a product. Rather, identity is the
pure product that we consume, either as information or as image. Advertise-
ments are not the only means through which we experience the images and
signs of commodity culture. They are lived through the insignias and logos
affixed to the clothes we wear, the products we use, and the food we eat. One
manifestation of this function gone awry {from the standpoint of corporations)
is the generic use of trademarks. If you were to say that you might “Xerox”
pages from this book, you would be using language that takes the global brand
name for the generic activity of photocopying. Rosemary Coombe, a profes-
sor of law and anthropology, explains that lawyers refer to the way that trade-

e

marks become part of public culture as “genericide.”” The owner of the mark
loses rights to the product name as it takes on a meaning for the generic type
in the market, rather than for the particular brand of the product. Manufac-
turers of Coke® and Kleenex® are eager to get us to identify their products with
guality, but are not eager to have us kill off their product’s difference by using
its name for the generic type. To remain profitable, even those brands that go
global need to retain their distinguishing features, their identity, in the mar-
ketplace. When the mark of a product gains true universality, it is no longer
owned by the company and loses its ability to function as a profit-generating

commodity.
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coombe discusses the circulation of brand names, trademarks, and 10gos

means through which identities are constructed in late capitalism not
oniv for goods and corporations, but for people who appropriate those
signifiers of products for a style or aspect of themselves or their culture. In
the 1990s, the Nike® slash was ubiquitous not only in the USA but in Europe
and some Third World cities as well. As a global brand name signifying not
just sports but a certain kind of trendy, quality sports style, Nike developed a
cachet such that its products—all with the simple curved slash logo—became
near-universal signifiers of hip urban youth culture, so much so that there
was discussion of its logo being “overexposed.” As we discussed in Chapter
2. Doc Martens® was the trademark shoe of various subcultures of the
1980s and mainstream youth culture of the 1990s. First manufactured by a
doctor named Maertens as orthopedic shoes in Germany in 1947, they
were licensed in Britain as work shoes in 1960. As a global brand, Doc
Martens have become synonymous with youth subcultures of many different
stripes. The product has clear visual identifying features that “read” in a
fairly universal and clear way—thick soles, trademark top-stitching where the
upper meets the sole, a discreet fabric tag with the company name imprinted
at the back of the ankle. The shoe came to be understood as a signifier of
cultural resistance, a message that took on less of an edge with the popular-
ization of the brand as a mainstream signifier of the casually hip. Hipness, in
this case, is linked to identification with the working class. Fashion, in embrac-
ing industrial chic, turned up its nose at high culture and championed instead
the everyday styles of those working-class people who wear such shoes at
their blue-collar jobs.

The combining and framing of product and brand-name signifiers to form a
personal image is a crucial aspect of postmodern identity, which we will
discuss in Chapter 7. But the process of crafting a commodity-based identity
is not always performed consciously or intentionally. Rather, signifiers collect
on and around us as we acquire, use, and consume the multitude of products
that surround us. Coombe describes a teenager she encounters on Queen
Street, a hip street in urban Toronto. Her observation and analysis of the
teenager emphasizes the youth's engagement in the appropriation of logos as
a means of constructing identity. But more importantly, Coombe shows us that
this accrual of identity is sometimes offhand and occurs by chance through
our encounters with the signifiers of everyday life. In the process of relating
this story, Coombe also models the way we as viewers engage in acts of public
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looking and interpreting that require knowledge about brands and the cuitural
meanings and discourses that stick to them:

A teenager on a streetcar 1 board shrugs off a leather jacket adorned with a stitch-on
emblem, a cameo of the Colone! (you know the one); this genteel Southern gentleman’s
face is overlaid with skull and crossbones. Food tampering, | wonder? No, too literal —
maybe the treatment of the chickens the company purchases. | ask her if she knows
why there is a skull and crossbones over the Kentucky Fried Chicken® logo. Glancing
quickly and curiously at the jacket, she says, “it's my boyfriend's, but I think you can
buy them.” “Do you know who makes them?” | ask. She looks at me as if | had requested

the name of her narcotics source and murmurs something noncommittal.®

We guote from Coombe’s account at length because it illustrates so well how
trademarks and logos circulate as images appropriated as signifiers of iden-
tity. It also shows us how wearers employ humor, irony, and critique in their
bodily display of product names and images usually associated with store-
fronts and billboards. The KFC logo’s alteration indicates a level of critique or
commentary the meaning of which, interestingly, the wearer herself is unsure
about. Intentionality is not the name of the game. Coombe, as the one who
looks at the walking display of commentary, engages in a dialogue with the
teenager that results in new and subtle meanings emerging from this lesson
inlooking practices. We learn that the defamation of the logo is covert, under-
ground—the bearer of the logo cannot or will not reveal her source. The jacket
in itself—and its apparent meanings—are in fact appropriated from someone,
and a person of another gender (the boyfriend). The teenager is in effect a bill-
board for the signifiers her boyfriend constructed to wear on his own body.
This anecdote is rich in its demonstration of the many levels at which logos
and product signifiers works in their life on the streets, on our bodies, and in
our chance visual and verbal exchanges in the public spaces of modernity.
There is no clear author of the signifiers borne by this teenager, no definitive
meaning to be derived from the jacket's function as it circulates from back to
back and from context to context. Logos are thus the guintessential free-
floating signifiers of fate modernity. Freed from ties to specific media and
subject to cross-industry flows facilitated by deregulation and corporate ver-
tical integration, logos turn up everywhere we look. Not only are they on bill-
boards and magazine pages, they are in the most intimate and the most
mundane places. We find them on the edges of our bedsheets and sewn into
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e geams of our underwear. They are emblazoned on our mousepaads and
inscriped along the ridges of pencils. The tie-in is a phenomenon of the twen-
rieth century in which movies and television shows became the source for
marketing other consumer goods. Featured merchandise became something
more then a product for a secondary set of markets as the commadity sign
roeif preceded and almost always overtook the “original” source of the movie
i revenues and popularity. Children of the 1990s woke between Little
Mermaid® sheets wearing Batman® pajamas and rose to eat cereal out of
rarzan® plates while drinking Sesame Street® juice boxes while watching
Teletubbies® in Poch® chairs. Corporate conglomerate “authors,” such as
Disney/Capital Cities/ABC, have launched a rich intertextual world populated
by myriad logos and trademarked characters. Advertising has become not just
a’way of selling goods but an inescapable mode of everyday communication

in the new commodity cuiture of the twenty-first century.

Anti-ad practices

So far, we have discussed what consumers do with ads
and products, but advertisements can be themselves directly the subject of
resistant cultural practices. The public service ads that we discussed earlier are
exemplary in their use of advertising’s dramatic text and image juxtapositions
to emphatically present political and public service messages. The form of
advertisements themselves nas also been the focus of work by artists who are
interested in critiguing commodity culture. Artist Hans Haacke has created a
whole series of works that use the codes of advertising as forums for political
critique. In 1978, he reworked a series of advertisements for Leyland Vehicles,
which make Jaguars and Land Rovers, in which he incorporated information
about the company’s practices in South Africa during Apartheid, and created
new slogans for the company, such as “a breed apart” and “nothing can stop
us now,” in order to comment on its elitism. Haacke has consistently produced
works that address the workers who are rendered invisible by the process of
commodity fetishism, and the costs to these workers of their labor. Ina 1979
image pictured on the next page, Haacke used the famous Breck shampoo
campaign of the 1970s that featured the motif of a well-coiffed “Breck girl” to
make a political critique of Breck’s labor practices. The text refers specifically
to the fact that American Cyanamid, Breck’s parent company, gave women
workers of child-bearing age whose jobs posed reproductive health risks the
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WhereWomen havea Choice

Hans Haacke, The Right to Life,
1979

“choice” of losing their jobs, transferring, or being sterilized. Haacke’s “ad” is
thus not only a parody of Breck’s campaign, itis a political statement about the
treatment of workers and the kinds of oppressive practices that corporations
are allowed to use against workers. The image is thus explicitly about the
absence of the female Breck worker inthe original Breck ad, and her differences
from the idealized Breck girl. As such, it offers a biting commentary on the way
in which advertising sells a superficial concept of choice.

Advertisements are not only the subject of artistic parody, they can also be
the site of on-site political messages. For instance, in Australia in the mid-
1970s, a movement took place in which a series of billboards were “re-written”
or vandalized by activists wielding spraypaint who were offended by the
advertising messages and wanted to change them. Members of the group,
and many others, signed their work “BUGA UP,” an acronym for Billboard
Utilizing Graffitists Against Unhealthy Promotions, which is pronounced
“bugger up,” meaning to screw up. They achieved, for a period of time,
popularity for their work in changing the messages of ads. BUGA UP would
change slogans such as this one, from Southern Comfort to Sump Oil, “Mar-
boro” to “its a bore” and “Eyewitness News. Always First” to “We are witless
nits: always are.” Others were explicit critiques of advertising’s underlying
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BUGA UP billboard

Two billboards by the
Billboard Liberation
Front (BLF}
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messages, such as a billboard of two hands grasping a beer can that was
labeled “masturbation fantasy #133.” For the time period in which they were
on display, these billboards were anti-ads and political statements about com-
modity culture, as well as other issues.

Since the late 1970s, a group in San Francisco, called the Billboard Liberation
Front, has also been reworking billboards against their intended messages.
The group redesigns billboards so that it is not readily obvious that they have
been tampered with. Forinstance, the early cigarette ad, on the previous page,
was changed to state “I'm real sick. | only smoke FACTS.” The BLF states that
the group is not anti-billboard {in fact, several of its members work in the adver-
tising industry); it believes that billboards should be available to all. They state,
“to Advertise is to Exist. To Exist is to Advertise. Our ultimate goal is nothing
short of a personal and singular Billboard for each citizen.”® The BLF continues
their work at a time when advertisers are increasingly attempting to coopt
styles of anti-corporate messages. For example, the group reworked the Apple
Computer “Think Different” slogan which is itself intended to get viewers to
stop and attempt to identify the person in the image, by rewriting it as “Think
Doomed” and “Think Disillusioned.” BLF also reworked a Levi's Jeans billboard
to include mass murderer Charles Manson as its spokesperson, and rewrote a
Kent cigarette ad to read “Kant—The Choice is Heteronomy.” The work by
groups such as BUGA UP and BLF has been defined by cultural critics as “culture
jamming,” a term that refers to the CB radio terms for jamming someone’s
broadcast and which was coined by the band Negativland.” Writer C. Carr notes
that these guerrilla artists are working out of the tradition of the Situationists
of the 1960s, which we mentioned in Chapter 5, and its analysis of the role of
spectacle in producing a banal experience of “pseudo-life.” The interventions
of billboard artists, whether shock or humor is their strategy, thus changes the
messages of the marketplace, startling viewers into thinking about those mes-
sages differently. It is the case, though, that advertisers are also using these
self-mocking techniques to get attention, and thus the distinction between ads
and anti-ads is increasingly difficult to make.

These processes testify to the complex ways in which processes of hege-
mony and counter-hegemony function in a continuous dynamic. Cultures are
always in flux and are being constantly reinvented; they are always the site of
struggles for meaning. In the culture of late capitalism, when the meanings of
cooiness and hipness are understood to be central to the exchange of corm
modities, thereis a continuous appropriation of the styles of marginal cultures,
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which are in turn in a constant state of reinvention. And, in the cultural realms
of art, politics, and everyday consumer life, mainstream values are constantly
questioned and political struggles are waged. As subversions and resistances
at the cultural margins are appropriated into the nwainsfrearn, new forms of
cuttural innovation and refusal are found. Thus, in late capitalism, the bound-
ary between the mainstream and the margins is always in the process of being

renegotiated.
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